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PROPHECY, SABBATH AND JUBILEE
IN PUERTO RICO
by Nicholas Miller
In the spring of 2019, while I was in Puerto Rico teaching church history at Antillean University, we studied
Daniel 5 for the Sabbath school lesson. For some reason, for the first time I paid close attention to the list of
items described as being praised by Belshazzar and his
nobles, the “gods of gold, and of silver, of brass, of iron,
of wood, and of stone.” (Daniel 5:4) Searching elsewhere for this same list, I found it in connection with
two things: a description of items used in Solomon’s
temple (1 Chronicles 29:2), and among a longer list of
items described in Revelation 18 as being traded by the
merchants who weep over Babylon (Revelation 18:11).
The connection between these verses is quite
fascinating. The Daniel story connects obviously with
the Chronicles account, as the list is given immediately after a description of the Babylonian nobility
drinking from the vessels “taken out of the temple”
in Jerusalem. (Daniel 5:3). So these materials, worshipped as gods, were not themselves wrong or evil,
as they had also been used in building God’s temple.
But made the central objects of value, rather than God
Himself, they became idols.
It is this image of idolatry that the account in
Revelation picks up. Again, the allusion, this time to
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Daniel, is unmistakable. The entirety of Revelation
18 draws on the image of Babylon falling, a symbolic
construct based on the literal, historical fall of Babylon
described in Daniel. The recounting of the materials,
gold, silver, brass, iron, etc., which are worshipped in
Daniel, within a larger list of items trafficked by the
merchants of the earth in Revelation, gives an insight
into what form this “worship” of gold, silver and other
materials took. The very end of the list in Revelation
gives us the key insight—it ends with the items “bodies
and souls of men.” (Revelation 18:13).
So, this is not merely buying and selling of precious
items, as this was found acceptable for God’s temple.
Rather, it is the buying and selling of items at the expense of the bodies and souls of men. It is not a critique of buying and selling, capitalism, per se. But it is
certainly a critique of exploitative, unbridled capitalism
that puts profits and power ahead of people, as seen in
the most extreme version of that, chattel slavery.
We have read Revelation’s critique of commerce as
being the trafficking in false doctrines in which the
corrupt religion of Babylon is engaged.1 One need not
reject that view to see that popular Christianity also
played a role in the exploitative capitalism of Western
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colonialism. Indeed, it is sobering to discover the quite
central role that Christians, and the church, played in
the slave-enterprise of the Western European nations
between the 16th and 19th centuries.
Many Whites think that American slavery ended
with the Civil War of 1860–65, and technically this is
true. But it was replaced with a combination of Jim
Crow discrimination laws, systematic sharecropping indebtedness, and enforced prison labor that
disproportionately impacted African Americans.
Sharecropping was the post-slavery method of turning
chattel slaves into wage and debt slaves.
The colonial expansion of this kind of servitude
came about as a result of the Spanish American War.
Between 1898 and 1902, many religious leaders exerted their influence to sway public opinion in support of
America’s wars with Spain and the Philippines, arguing
they were pro-democracy and pro-Protestant. At this
time, however, Adventist thought leaders articulated
their dissent against American imperialism.
Based on the beast with lamb-like horns of
Revelation 13, they pointed to religious liberty concerns, with the war being justified in part by the chance
to bring Protestant democracy to a Catholic colonial
system. They also critiqued it on grounds of militarism, false patriotism, the buying and selling of peoples
(American paid Spain $20 million for the Philippines),
racism (it was against non-White Filipinos), religious
discrimination (the Spanish were Catholic), and violations of due process and basic human rights, including
the use of torture.2
Spending time in Puerto Rico, one of the territories
gained in the Spanish American War, I have become
particularly interested in its fate after American colonization.3 Money was invested in the island, but primarily by private banks in the form of municipal bonds.
They were intended to build up the infrastructure and
provide opportunities for private businesses in hopes
of turning Puerto Rico into a flourishing industrial and
tourist paradise. The reality is grimmer. The reliance
on primarily private capital and market forces produced an inevitable gap between the few elites and the
majority poor and lower class.
The result has been a commercial sphere that is well
built, operated and maintained; but parasitically consuming and eroding the public sector and services to
the common people. Glittery malls and shopping centers are surrounded by dilapidated residential districts,
crumbling public streets, and an unreliable electrical
and water infrastructure. Healthcare and education are
like those provided in the developing world, rather than
to American citizens.
Adventists have one hospital on the whole Island,
and it can only make a small dent in the problem.

Adventists schools do what they can, but we have one
university on the island, and a few primary and secondary schools, a small dent in the educational problem. There is a larger, broken system, based in part on
racism, religious discrimination, and a commitment
to exploitative capitalism, but our prophetic voice has
been largely silent on those issues for nearly one hundred years. Does our prophetic message not relate to
these issues?
The weekly Sabbath is the foundation and center
of a larger system of Sabbath rest found in the Old
Testament. The principles of social equality and treatment found in the weekly Sabbath were mirrored and
expanded on in the system of yearly and half-century
Sabbaths detailed in the Torah. Every seventh year, the
land would rest, debts would be forgiven, slaves freed.
It was a special year of social equalizing and justice.
Then, after every seventh jubilee year, on the 50th year,
there would be a double-Sabbath year, with not only
debts forgiven, land rested, and slaves freed, but land
redistributed to its original family of ownership.
These principles provided a unique combination
of personal incentive, as well as social support and

There is a larger, broken
system, based in part
on racism, religious
discrimination, and a
commitment to exploitative
capitalism, but our prophetic
voice has been largely silent
on those issues for nearly
one hundred years.
intervention, to prevent both the permanent loss or accumulation of wealth by certain individuals or families.
Some assert that these principles were never actually
applied by Israel. Others say they only apply to a theocratic government and should not apply today.
Ellen White disagreed. After a discussion of the
jubilee Sabbath laws and provisions, she wrote that,
“If the law given by God for the benefit of the poor had
continued to be carried out, how different would be the
present condition of the world, morally, spiritually, and
temporally! … The principles which God has enjoined,
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would prevent the terrible evils that in all ages have
resulted from the oppression of the rich toward the
poor and the suspicion and hatred of the poor toward
the rich. While they might hinder the amassing of great
wealth and the indulgence of unbounded luxury, they
would prevent the consequent ignorance and degradation of tens of thousands whose ill-paid servitude is
required to build up these colossal fortunes.” (PP 536).
Why have Adventists never really taken seriously
the application of these Sabbath principles? There are
Christians that have. Jubilee 2000 was a movement
of Christian groups to unburden Western debt from
developing countries, including Puerto Rico, in the
year 2000. That movement was quite successful, with
petitions signed by 21 million people, and about $100
billion in debt forgiven to 35 countries. The savings
were used to reduce poverty, and to fund health and
education programs.
Jubilee 2000 produced follow-up movements
around the world, including one in the U.S. that

continues to work on issues related to Puerto Rico.4
But there is much left to do. Further decisions will
be made, and the voice of religious people, including Adventists, needs to be heard.5 What if our voices
were raised to better the healthcare and education
needs of the Puerto Rican people, as a prophetic critique of the exploitation of people in the name of the
capitalist gods of gold, silver, bronze, iron, wood and
stone?
What if we made our Adventist prophetic and
Sabbath messages relevant to the problems that people
face, rather than problems that we predict they might
one day face? Can it be that our Adventist prophetic
heritage needs to come out of Babylon? That it needs
to be rescued from the Western, colonial, capitalistic,
middle-class, institutional complacency in which it
has become captive? Leaving Babylon, like conversion, seems to be not just a one-time affair, but a daily
process of warring against the cultural captivity of our
prophetic and Sabbath heritage.

4
The movement was led by a British economist named Ann Pettifor, who wrote a book called Debt, the Most Potent Form of
Slavery: A Discussion of the Role of Western Lending Policies in Subordinating the Economies of Poor Countries. 1996.
5
Those interested in the continuing work of the Christian Jubilee project can go to www.jubileeusa.org and sign up for
updates on how religious leaders continue to work for Puerto Rico and other countries.

Nicholas Miller, JD, PhD, is professor of law and religion at the Seventh-day Adventist Theological Seminary.

He is married to Leanne M. Miller, MD, and they are the proud parents of one son and two daughters.

26

Seventh-day Adventist Theological Seminary

